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Threat Vigilance in Child Witnesses of Domestic
Violence: A Pilot Study Utilizing the Ambiguous
Situations Paradigm
Joseph J. Coyne, M.C.P.,1 Paula M. Barrett, Ph.D.,2;4
and Amanda L. Duffy, B.Psych(Hons)3
Research has found that children exposed to family violence exhibit higher rates of
maladjustment. We review relevant literature on family violence, marital conflict,
and cognitive factors implicated in child behaviour problems. A bias toward per-
ceiving threat in ambiguous contexts has been identified as one factor mediating
both aggressive and anxious behaviour disorders. We conducted a study utilizing
the ambiguous situations paradigm to assess whether children exposed to violent
spousal conflict were more likely than children not exposed to violence (divided
into children with an externalizing behaviour disorder and non-clinic children) to
perceive threat in two classes of ambiguous situations: Peer and Inter-Parental.
The results indicated that children exposed to violent spousal conflict perceived
more threat in parental situations than either of the other two groups. A number of
considerations were taken into account given the exploratory nature of the study,
particularly sample limitations. We conclude with suggestions for improvements
to the research design and the further relevance of exploring cognitive factors
involved in the adjustment of children from backgrounds of violence.
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Research into the cognitive style and attributions of children who have been
exposed to family violence has focused on the likelihood that these children display
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aggressive proclivities such as endorsing the use of physical force to resolve con-
flict (Jaffe, Sudermann & Reitzel, 1992), a tendency to exhibit hostile attributions
of other’s intentions, and to favour aggressive responses to social problem solving
(Dodge, Petit, Bates & Valente, 1995). In addition, recent research by Barrett,
Rapee, Dadds and Ryan (1996a) showed that children diagnosed as having op-
positional defiant disorder (ODD) and/or childhood anxiety disorders displayed a
threat bias, or a tendency to interpret ambiguous situations as threatening. Given
the increased prevalence of externalizing and internalizing problems in children
exposed to family violence (Mathias, Mertin & Murray, 1995), it is likely that they
would display a similar threat bias.
Grych and Fincham (1990) proposed a four-dimensional model of marital
conflict that argued that the frequency, intensity, content and resolution of con-
flict affected children’s reactions to it. Subsequent research by Fincham, Grych
and Osborne (1994) identified ‘..frequent marital conflict that is intense, poorly
resolved, and child related..’ (p. 129) as having the most impact on children. Un-
fortunately, violent family conflict would appear to typify these risk factors.
However, the implications of exposure to extreme forms of conflict have
yet to be fully explored. Many studies are either epidemiological (e.g. Mathias
et al., 1995) or retrospective (e.g. Dutton, 1992; Jaffe, Wolfe, & Wilson, 1990)
in nature. To date, research has not focused on the specific appraisals of children
from backgrounds of family violence in relation to perceived threat. The question
posed by the current study is whether exposure to violent conflict predisposes a
child to “threat vigilance,” or the tendency to be unusually sensitive to the presence
of threat, either generally or in specific contexts.
Given the results of Barrett et al.’s (1996a) study, children from backgrounds
of family violence could be expected to display a similar vigilance toward per-
ceiving threat on the basis that they have elevated rates of anxious and opposi-
tional disorders (Mathias et al., 1995; Peled & Davis, 1995). Further, Grych and
Fincham’s (1990) cognitive contextual framework provides an effective starting
point in terms of a theoretical understanding of the impact of violent spousal con-
flict on children. Besides the characteristics of the conflict, there are three other
elements of this model that might explain the effects of witnessing violence gen-
erally, and the development of threat vigilance specifically. These are the distal
context, proximal context and the child’s processing of information.
The distal context includes the past experience of conflict, the perceived emo-
tional climate of the family, child temperament and gender. Jaffe et al. (1990) made
reference to the escalating nature of conflict in violent relationships. The model of
spousal conflict referred to as the ‘cycle of violence’ highlights the undercurrent
of tension in these relationships. In reviewing the literature, differential impacts
of violence on boys and girls were noted (see Peled & Davis, 1995). The the-
ory of modelling would suggest that children are more likely to model behaviour
from a person they identify with and share characteristics of (Jaffe et al., 1990).
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Finally, child temperament may be a buffer for the child, or conversely a source
of increased risk. The family disruption hypothesis and the rates of depression
in women experiencing violent abuse (see Jaffe et al., 1990) would suggest that
infants born into violent relationships will have trouble being ‘fitted’ into a nurtur-
ing parental relationship. Whatever the child’s temperament, a context of violence
will decrease the potential of the environment to adapt itself to the needs of the
infant.
The proximal context refers to the immediacy of the child’s psychological
awareness of conflict, with the child’s expectations of the conflict’s course and
their current mood state being the most salient factors (Grych & Fincham, 1990).
In families where violent conflict occurs, the predictability of the conflict’s course
may be uncertain for the child. While there is likely to be an expectation or fear
that conflict will lead to violence, this does not always occur and the cues that
violence is imminent are often inconsistent. In such circumstances, being sensitive
to cues indicative of imminent conflict would aid the child in being able to initiate
coping strategies as early as possible.
If the family environment and relationships are not perceived as secure, and
the child is attuned to signals of increased threat, children from violent families
may be more susceptible to experiencing negative mood states. Grych and Fincham
(1990) stated that primary processing leads to an affective response on the part of
the child, suggesting that children in violent families may be both more at risk to
be in a negative mood state at the commencement of conflict and to have a more
intense or lasting negative affective response. This initial affective response may
impact on later processing and intensify subsequent perceptions of threat in the
situation.
Secondary processing is the stage at which the child attempts to make sense of
the conflict and will make attributions about the conflict’s cause, where blame lies
and how to cope. Several authors propose that witnessing spousal violence has a
traumatic impact on children (see Hughes, 1992; James, 1994) and would therefore
place a greater load on processing at this stage. Expectations of coping may be
reduced and the child may place blame for the conflict with either parent and/or
themselves. The high levels of distress and negativity attached to this conflict
would increase its salience and might increase the child’s vigilance in an attempt
to gain some control over this particular stressor.
The role of the family in the development and maintenance of threat vigilance
also needs to be considered. Barrett et al. (1996a) found that family systems not
only endorsed child perceptions of threat, but strengthened them and even tended
to support their selection of inappropriate responses, such as aggression and avoid-
ance, as solutions to problems. In violent family systems, it is likely that fathers
who are aggressive would be more validating of this response in children and that
avoidance may be a strategy endorsed by mothers who have been forced to adopt
similar strategies as ‘peace-keeping’ measures. The confused messages the child
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receives about roles, coping and interpersonal behaviour are likely to be further
impediments to adequate adjustment.
Therefore, families where violent spousal conflict occurs would seem to be
the ideal place in which to develop a cognitive style containing vigilance for threat.
Some support for this has been shown by Dodge et al. (1995), in that children who
experienced physically abusive parenting were more prone to processing errors
and responding in non-adaptive ways to their peers. In the following study it was
proposed to explore whether threat vigilance was present in children exposed
to spousal violence (Spousal Violence Group; SVG), when compared to those
not exposed to violence. Children not exposed to violence were further divided
into those having an externalizing behaviour disorder (Externalizing Behaviour
Group; EBG) and those with no clinically significant behaviour disturbance (Non-
Clinic Group; NCG). Ambiguous situations depicting two relevant domains, inter-
parental and peer situations, were used to assess threat vigilance.
Our hypotheses were as follows: (1) that the SVG children would display
an increased vigilance for threat across both situations when compared to NCG
children, (2) that the SVG children would be significantly higher in terms of threat
vigilance for inter-parental situations than EBG children, and (3) EBG children
were expected to exceed NCG children in threat vigilance for peer situations, but
no difference was expected for inter-parental situations.
METHOD
Participants
A total of 25 boys, aged from seven to eleven years, were recruited to partici-
pant in the study. The decision to recruit only boys was based on the expected high
prevalence of boys presenting to agencies for treatment of externalizing behaviour
and aggression. Male children would also be more likely to be presented to com-
munity agencies from violent families, based on literature that suggests modelling
of violent behaviour is more likely in boys.
Ten boys and their mothers or other primary care-giver were recruited from
domestic violence service agencies and community mental health agencies to make
up the SVG. Boys were included in the SVG if their primary care-giver reported
the occurrence of physical violence in a previous relationship, to which the child
had been directly exposed. Direct exposure was defined as being present in the
home during the course of conflict, and physical violence was defined as any
pushing or striking during the conflict. In addition, the Conflict Tactics Scale was
used to determine the degree of physical and verbal aggression, and only those
parents scoring in the distressed ranges were retained for the study. Four of the
mothers in this sample had two male siblings in the age range and both boys were
included in the study. Of the 10 boys in this group, three met DSM-IV criteria
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for externalizing behaviour disorders, one met criteria for internalizing behaviour
disorders, two met criteria for mixed internalizing-externalizing disorders, and four
did not meet clinical criteria. Clinical diagnosis was not considered as a variable
owing to the small numbers and children were included irrespective of diagnostic
status. Owing to the high degree of risk presented to women remaining in violent
relationships, only women who were separated from their abusive partner were
included in the study. None of the children were reported to have experienced
direct physical abuse in the family, and children who had suffered direct abuse,
either physical or sexual, were excluded.
Seven boys were selected from community mental health agencies and par-
enting courses for the EBG. Children in this group were included if they met the
criteria for an externalizing behaviour disorder, as defined in the DSM-IV, and if
there was an absence of exposure to spousal violence in their history. To assess
the latter, any parent in this comparison group who reported scores on the Conflict
Tactics Scale that fell within the distressed range, such that the score was con-
sidered to represent intense marital conflict, was excluded from the study. Of the
seven mothers in this group, six were married and one was separated.
The NCG was selected from acquaintances of University and agency admin-
istration staff. Eight boys were recruited, with two boys coming from the one
family. Children were included in this condition if they did not meet the clini-
cal criteria for either and externalizing or internalizing condition according to the
DSM-IV. Children were also included on the basis that they had not been exposed
to spousal violence and, as for the EBG, this was screened using the Conflicts
Tactics Scale.
Table I displays the breakdown of the group members, the mean ages for
both parents and children and the SES group means. SES was coded into three
categories, with a value of one being assigned where the family was supported by
a pension or other benefit; a value of two for blue-collar or service industry profes-
sions; and a value of three for families supported by white-collar or professional
employment.
Independent sample t-tests revealed that the NCG parents were significantly
older than the EBG parents (t D ¡5:42; p < :001). There were also significant
differences between group SES means, with the NCG being higher than both the
SVG (t D ¡6:93; p < :001) and the EBG (t D ¡3:3; p < :01).
Table I. Means and Standard Deviations for Parent Age, Child Age, and SES for the Spousal
Violence Group, Externalizing Behaviour Group, and Non-Clinic Group
Parent age Child age SES
Spousal violence group 39.5 (6.44) n D 6 8.9 (0.99) n D 10 1.66 (0.52)a n D 6
Externalizing behaviour group 32.7 (5.44)a n D 7 8.6 (1.4) n D 7 2.14 (0.69)b n D 7
Non-clinic group 45.4 (2.99)a n D 7 9.5 (0.93) n D 8 3 (0.0)a;b n D 7
Note. Means with the same superscript are significantly different at p < :05.
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Measures
Spousal conflict was assessed using the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus,
1979) and subscales of the Children’s Perceptions of Interparental Conflict Scale
(CPICS; Grych, Sied, & Fincham, 1992). The CTS has been used extensively in
the assessment of marital conflict and distress, and the CPICS, while not having the
extensive use of the CTS, has been found by its designers to have sound reliability
and to discriminate children from violent backgrounds from children without such
exposure. Three subscales of the CPICS were used in the study; those measuring
intensity of conflict (7 items), the threat perceived in the conflict (6 items) and
the degree of blame felt for the conflict (5 items). Children respond to the CPICS
statements as either True, Somewhat True or False and these are scored as 2, 1, or
0 respectively.
Diagnostic status for children was determined using the Diagnostic Interview
for Children, Adolescents and Parents (DISCAP; Holland & Dadds, 1995). The
DISCAP is a semi-structured interview designed to be administered to parents
or older children to assess the criteria for childhood disorders as defined by the
DSM-IV. The Child Behaviour Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1991)
was filled in by the parent as a further indicator of children’s adjustment. This
measure has considerable normative data and has been used extensively in research
on childhood adjustment and behaviour problems.
The ambiguous situations paradigm involves the administration of 12 vi-
gnettes to children. These ambiguous situations represent two classes of hypo-
thetical situations. The first class are ambiguous representations of peer group
interactions, e.g. “Hank is walking up to a group of children. The children are
laughing and joking.” The second class are ambiguous representations of parental
interactions, e.g. “Hank comes home from school and his mother is lying down
in the bedroom. His father is out in the backyard.” The current study utilized six
of the ambiguous tasks, relating to peer interactions, from Barrett et al’s (1996a)
study. The remaining six vignettes in the current study, which relate to hypothet-
ical situations between parents, were constructed using the same principles and
structure as in the previous study.
Vignettes were scored by coding the responses of children as threat or non-
threat to two forms of response. The first was the open-ended response style,
obtained by asking the child “What do you think has happened,” or “What do you
think will happen” immediately following the presentation of the vignette. The
second was a forced choice response set, where the child was presented with four
options as likely outcomes for the vignette. Two options were salient as threat
responses and two were non-threatening. A response coded as threatening was
assigned a value of one and a non-threat response zero. A maximum score of 12
could be obtained for both the peer and inter-parental threat situations, yielding a
maximum overall total of 24.
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Procedure
Participants in the SVG and EBG were approached initially by the treating
team to preserve confidentiality and to minimise the intrusion on individuals who
did not wish to participate. Interested persons were provided with information
regarding the aims of the study, the nature of their involvement, and possible
benefits of participating. They then provided a contact number to their treating
clinician who passed this on to the researchers.
The structure of the interview procedure was the same for all participants.
The nature and process of the study were explained to the mother (or designated
care-giver) and child together, and questions regarding the study answered by
the researchers. An interview of approximately one hour was then conducted by
two trained interviewers (either the primary researcher or graduate level students).
Separate interviews with the parent and child were conducted concurrently.
All participants were informed that they had the right to withdraw at any point.
Although the testing was not expected to pose any direct risks to those involved,
it was conceivable that distress may have been elicited, particularly for those who
had been exposed to spousal violence.
In the interview with the parent, the DISCAP was administered as a semi-
structured screen of the child’s diagnostic status. Parents then completed the CTS
and CBCL. Parents in the family violence group and parents in the comparison
groups who were separated from their partner were requested to fill in the CTS
with reference to the last 12 months of their past relationship.
In the interview, children were verbally administered the CPICS subscales and
the 12 vignettes. Verbal administration was intended to account for any variability
in children’s reading abilities. The CPICS was administered as a screen of children
who had witnessed intense marital conflict and the presence of extreme scores in
either EBG or NCG children lead to the exclusion of their data. Following the
completion of testing, participants were debriefed. Evidence of problems in child
adjustment was clearly explained and, where appropriate, referral or feedback to
the treating team provided.
RESULTS
Table II displays the means and standard deviations obtained for the three com-
parison groups on all study variables. Differences between measures of parental
conflict and child adjustment were compared, using independent sample t-tests,
to establish the validity of the three comparison groups. Using one-tailed signif-
icance levels, it was found that children in the SVG experienced higher levels of
verbal aggression, as measured by the CTS, than the EBG (t D 7:01; p < :001)
and the NCG (t D 11:88; p < :001). Results for the physical aggression scale
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Table II. Spousal Violence Group, Externalizing Behaviour Group, and Non-Clinic Group Means
and Standard Deviations for Study Variables
Spousal violence Externalizing behaviour Non-clinic
group group group
CTS-verbal aggression 3.25 (5.18)a;b 9.86 (7.29)a 4.87 (4.05)b
CTS-physical aggression 31.5 (17.42)a;b 2.14 (4.41)a 0 (0)b
CBCL-externalizing 58.5 (13.12)a 72 (11.36)a 36.87 (7.95)a
CBCL-internalizing 63.4 (11.19)a 66 (10.07)b 41 (7.71)a;b
CPIC-intensity 9.9 (3.72)a 4.71 (2.14)a 1.25 (1.16)a
CPIC-threat 7.2 (3.49)a;b 3.71 (3.2)a 1.75 (1.91)b
CPIC-blame 1.3 (2) 2.14 (2.85) 1.5 (1.41)
Peer threat 7.6 (3.5) 5.57 (1.81) 6.5 (4.28)
Parent threat 8.3 (2.5)a;b 5.86 (2.61)a 6.12 (2.47)b
Total threat 15.9 (5.78)a 11.43 (4.16)a 12.62 (6.09)
Note. Means with the same superscript are significantly different at p < :05.
of the CTS showed the SVG group as being significantly higher than the EBG
(t D 4:32; p < :001) and the NCG (t D 5:11; p < :001).
On the CPIC, measuring child perceptions of parental conflict, the SVG was
significantly higher than the EBG for both intensity of conflict (t D 3:3; p < :01)
and degree of threat perceived in parent conflict (t D 2:09; p < :03). The SVG
was also higher when compared to the NCG on intensity (t D 6:29; p < :001) and
threat subscales (t D 3:95; p < :001). The EBG was also significantly higher than
the NCG on the measure of intensity (t D 3:97; p < :001).
Comparisons of the three groups for measures of child adjustment revealed
that the EBG had higher externalizing scores than the SVG (t D 2:2; p < :03)
and the NCG (t D 7:01; p < :001). The SVG was significantly higher in terms
of externalizing problems than the NCG (t D 4:08; p < :001). The NCG was
significantly lower on the measure of internalizing problems than both the EBG
(t D 5:44; p < :001) and the SVG (t D 4:81; p < :001).
In testing the differences between the groups on the peer threat, parent threat,
and overall threat variables, it was decided to test at an alpha level of .1. This
decision was based on a recognition that the small sample size would reduce
the power of the study and increase the likelihood of Type II error. Given that
Barrett et al. (1996a) found an effect for group differences on measures of threat
perception utilizing an ambiguous situations paradigm, it was considered likely
that there would be a real effect for group differences in the current study and that
a less stringent alpha level would be acceptable.
Three one-way ANOVAs were conducted to test the research hypotheses.
Planned comparisons using one-tailed independent t-tests were conducted to assess
between group differences. There was no significant main effect for either total
threat or peer threat with the comparison group as the independent variable. A
significant main effect for Group on parent threat (F D 4:06; p < :1) was found.
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In testing the first hypothesis, that SVG children would have an increased
vigilance for threat across both peer and inter-parental situations when compared
to NCG children, it was found that the SVG were significantly higher than the
NCG children only on parent threat (t D 1:84; p < :042).
Comparisons to test the hypothesis that the SVG would perceive more threat
in parental situations than the EBG revealed that the SVG was in fact higher on this
measure (t D 1:95; p < :035). However, at the less stringent alpha level, the SVG
was also significantly higher on peer threat than the EBG (t D 1:4; p < :09). The
SVG was also significantly higher than the EBG on total threat (t D 1:75; p < :05).
The final comparisons were to test the hypothesis that the EBG would display
increased threat vigilance for peer situations when compared to the NCG group.
Comparisons indicated that there were no significant differences between these
two groups for any of the threat variables.
DISCUSSION
Owing to the small numbers involved, the significant findings are best con-
sidered to indicate trends rather than solid findings. Some attempt to compensate
for the low numbers was made by utilizing a less stringent alpha level, thereby
reducing the possibility of a Type II error. As such, the following statements can
be made in regard to each of the research hypotheses:
(1) The hypothesis that SVG children would display increased vigilance for
threat across both situations, when compared to NCG, was only partially
supported. The NCG children interpreted less threat than the SVG in only
the inter-parental situations.
(2) The second hypothesis, that SVG children would perceive more threat in
inter-parental situations than EBG children, was supported. Differences
in peer threat perception were found when results were considered at the
less stringent alpha level.
(3) The third hypothesis, that EBG children would perceive more threat in
peer situations than NCG children, was unsupported. The EBG and NCG
were not significantly different on any threat variable.
Given that this was a pilot study, these results are encouraging although
limited. The ambiguous situations produced different results in terms of the degree
of threat perceived across the three conditions of children. That is, children exposed
to violence showed a tendency to perceive higher levels of threat in inter-parental
situations than those not exposed to violence. However, before discussing this
finding and its possible implications, limitations of the study need to be considered.
The most significant limitation of the sample was the small number of par-
ticipants recruited. The small sample size was less than ideal, not allowing for
children in the SVG who met diagnostic criteria and those who did not to be
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placed in separate groups. The mean score for total threat for boys in the SVG
with a clinical condition was 19, while the mean for boys without was 11.25. The
latter mean was comparable to the means for both the EBG and NCG. It is therefore
possible that there are differences within children exposed to violence depending
on the presence of a behaviour disorder.
The NCG was also problematic in that parents were significantly older than
those in the EBG. In addition, the NCG was higher in terms of SES than the
other two groups. Therefore, this group may not have been a truly representative
comparison group.
Limitations within the ambiguous situations measures and their application
were also apparent. In administering the vignettes, children tended to consider
subsequent vignettes as part of an ongoing narrative about ‘Hank’, rather than
discrete semantic units as intended. This confusion may have meant that the true
estimate of threat vigilance was biased in the direction of initial interpretations.
A second consideration regarding responses to the vignettes was the lack of
difference between groups, particularly the rate with which NCG boys perceived
threat. The results obtained for the NCG were comparable to the SVG and EBG,
differing significantly only from SVG in terms of inter-parental threat. One possi-
bility for this failed discrimination (besides the possibility that no real differences
exist) is that the design was not fine grained enough in assessing threat valence.
Certain inter-parental situations were identified as threatening by the majority of
children, irrespective of group. Either these vignettes were not ambiguous enough
to highlight differences in processing, or marital conflict is such a ubiquitous phe-
nomenon that even children in non-violent households will ascribe interpretations
representing conflict to situations possessing certain cues.
Refinement of the vignettes and their administration may well lead to clari-
fication of the links between spousal conflict and child adjustment. Using a dif-
ferent name in each vignette would limit the opportunity for linking vignettes in a
meaningful fashion. Further, the problem of low sensitivity of vignettes could be
overcome by assessing not only whether children thought conflict had occurred,
but also their expectations of the severity of the conflict. This may be assessing a
stage of processing beyond the initial evaluation of a situation, similar to Grych
and Fincham’s (1990) secondary processing, but could be expected to more readily
differentiate children with an experience of violence. It would also indicate the
salience to children of identifying signals of spousal conflict, given that the expec-
tations of more intense conflict would make early identification more pertinent for
the application of coping strategies.
In the introduction, it was proposed that the impact of spousal violence can
be largely understood within Grych and Fincham’s (1990) cognitive-contextual
framework. Aside from the dimensions of intensity, frequency, content and res-
olution, spousal violence was seen as problematic in terms of the processing di-
mensions, as well as the proximal and distal contexts it presents for children. A
vigilance for threat was suggested to perhaps be an adaptive response to living in
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an environment that is both threatening and inconsistent, as the early identification
of potential harm may allow the individual the maximum opportunity to cope.
The downside of this early warning system lies in the ignoring of alternative cues,
the interference with new learning and the failure to habituate to anxiety in non-
threatening situations.
There are undoubtedly advantages in the short-term for children in violent
families to have the ability to discriminate possibly threatening situations, but it
would be problematic if this vigilance was generalised to other contexts. Barrett
et al’s (1996a) finding that anxious and oppositional children are more likely to
perceive threat in ambiguous situations related to peers and to physical threats is
supportive of Dodge et al.’s (1995) hypothesis that impaired processing of social
information is an important factor in maintaining and determining child behaviour
disorders. The higher prevalence of behaviour disorders among children exposed
to violence (Hughes, 1992; Jaffe et al., 1990; Mathias et al., 1995) suggests that
violent families may provide a fertile learning context for threat vigilance. The
results of Barrett, Dadds and Rapee’s (1996b) and Barrett al.’s (1996a) studies,
which found that family endorsements of the threat value were a significant factor
influencing children’s perceptions of threat, raise serious concerns about the kind
of learning that children in violent families are exposed to.
Despite the limitations of the current study, the suggestion that children from
family violence backgrounds are susceptible to threat vigilance warrants future
study. An obvious suggestion would be the replication of the current study, with
the suggested refinements in design and a larger sample. With an adequate re-
search sample, it might be possible to take into account both the diagnostic status
of children exposed to violence and their gender. Such research could extend
the knowledge of general factors in marital conflict implicated in childhood dis-
orders and would aid refinement of treatment responses to child witnesses of
violence.
The degree to which family violence provides a learning context for threat vig-
ilance is an important avenue to explore. Dodge et al. (1995) found that children’s
aggressive behaviour problems and their experience of problematic family back-
grounds was mediated by social-information processing errors. As not all children
who display threat biases have been exposed to high levels of marital conflict (and
vice versa), it would be valuable to explore possible buffers and other origins of par-
ticular processing styles. The later stages of information processing in children who
attribute threatening meanings to ambiguous situations also warrants further study.
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